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Abstract: Although there is substantial research
exploring the relationships between background
variables (e.g., sex and level taught) and teacher
burnout, the research on these dimensions and en-
gagement is much sparser. The purpose of the pre-
sent study is to explore the potential differences in
levels of engagement and burnout in a large sample
of teachers depending on their sex and level taught.
Responses from 727 Spanish primary and second-
ary teachers (436 females and 291 males) were an-
alysed. Correlation analyses showed negative and
moderate associations among both constructs. In
addition, although relatively small, analyses
showed significant differences by sex and level
taught. Female teachers showed higher scores in all
three dimensions of engagement and males report-
ed higher depersonalization. Secondary teachers al-
so reported higher depersonalization and lower
personal accomplishment, while primary teachers
exhibited higher vigor, dedication and absorption.
Further research on burnout and engagement in
teachers should consider potential differences ac-
cording to sex and teaching level.
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In recent decades, teacher stress and
burnout have become serious and growing
problems (Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998; Kyr-
iacou, 2001). In addition to acknowledging
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Resumen: Aunque la literatura ha explorado las re-
laciones entre variables antecedentes (ie., sexo y ni-
vel de imparticion) y el burnout docente, la investi-
gacion sobre estas variables y engagement es inexis-
tente. El objetivo del presente estudio es explorar las
diferencias en engagement y burnout en una muestra
docente en funcion del sexo y el nivel de imparticion
de la docencia. Se evaluaron 727 profesores de pri-
maria y secundaria (436 mujeres y 291 hombres).
Las correlaciones mostraron relaciones moderadas y
negativas entre ambos constructos. Ademas, aunque
relativamente pequefias, los analisis mostraron dife-
rencias significativas en sexo y nivel de imparticion.
Las mujeres mostraron mayores puntuaciones en en-
gagement y los hombres mayores puntuaciones en
despersonalizacion. Ademas, los profesores de se-
cundaria informaron mayor despersonalizacion y
menor realizacion personal, mientras que los de pri-
maria exhibieron mayor vigor, dedicacion y absor-
cion. Futuras investigaciones sobre burnout y en-
gagement docente deberian considerar posibles dife-
rencias de género y del nivel de imparticion de la en-
seflanza.

Palabras Clave: Profesores, Burnout, Engagement,
Diferencias de sexo, Nivel de imparticion.

Title: Burnout y Engagement en el
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that burnout is a function of organizational
demands and coping with job resources
(Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001), pre-
vious studies have confirmed that socio-
demographic background variables are re-
lated to teacher burnout from primary to
university level teachers (Byrne, 1991;
Greenglass & Burke, 1988). For example,
sex, age, years of experience, marital status
and type of student taught, among others,
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have been associated with teacher burnout
(Byrne, 1999). Specifically, previous stud-
ies on burnout in teachers have found that
it was mainly sex and grade level taught,
along with age, that were most significantly
related to one or more of the burnout sym-
ptoms in teachers above other background
variables such as marital status, years of
teaching, type of community in which
teaching occurred or level of education,
among others (Russell, Altmaier, & Van
Velzen, 1987; Schwab & Iwanicki, 1982).
For that reason, in this study, two of these
important variables will be explored: sex
and level taught.

Research into teacher burnout according
to sex has found mixed results for different
subscales, with higher scores among wom-
en in most studies (Greenglass, Burke, &
Ondrack, 1990; Maslach et al.,, 2001;
Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998), except for
depersonalization. In numerous studies,
depersonalization has been systematically
higher for males than for females in both
primary and secondary teachers (Anderson
& Iwanicki, 1984; Byrne, 1991; Van Horn,
Schaufeli, Greenglass, & Burke, 1997).
Higher scores for depersonalization among
men are usually explained by reference to
masculinity  (Greenglass, Burke, &
Ondrack, 1990). For instance, it has been
argued that men hold more instrumental at-
titudes and are taught that masculinity in-
volves the suppression of emotions, where-
as women are more caring, seem to dis-
close emotions more easily, and show
stronger emotional involvement with others
(Anderson & Iwanicki, 1984; Gil-Monte,
Peir6, & Valcarcel, 1996). Similarly, com-
pared to their female counterparts, male
teachers have a greater tendency to develop
indifference and cynicism about their work
and about the people with whom they work
in order to keep further distance from its
exhausting demands (Gil-Monte, 2002;
Ogus, Greenglass, & Burke, 1990).

Level taught has also been considered a
significant background dimension related
to teacher burnout (Schwab, Jackson, &
Schuler, 1986). In fact, a number of accu-
mulating evidences have found that teacher
burnout is more prevalent among high
school than among primary school teachers
(Anderson & Iwanicki, 1984; Beer & Beer,
1992; Burke & Greenglass, 1989). More
specifically, some studies have reported
significantly lower levels of perceived per-
sonal accomplishment and higher levels of
depersonalization for secondary school
teachers than their primary and elementary
school counterparts (Anderson & Iwanicki,
1984; Russell, Altmaier, & Velzen, 1987).
Apart from personal characteristics (Ex-
tremera, Durdn, & Rey, 2010; Raya, Mori-
ana, & Herruzo, 2010), some researchers
have pointed out that specific stressful
work conditions in school (i.e., heterogene-
ity of classes, lack of resources and social
support, imposition of measurable goal-
achievement standards, etc.) and certain
characteristics of high school students (i.e.,
more conflicting students, discipline prob-
lems, lack of motivation, apathy, low aca-
demic achievement) put secondary teachers
at a higher risk of experiencing burnout
than their primary counterparts (Vanden-
berghe & Huberman, 1999).

In recent years, work engagement, a re-
lated and emerging field of positive organi-
zational psychology, has received substan-
tial research attention in human service,
and specifically in the teaching professions
(Hakkanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006;
Moreno-Jiménez, Corso de Zufiiga, Sanz-
Vergel, Rodriguez-Munoz, & Boada,
2010). Work engagement, considered the
conceptual antithesis of burnout, is con-
ceived as a positive work-related state of
mind characterized by three dimensions:
Vigor (energy and resilience, willingness to
invest effort in one’s job, not feeling easily
fatigued, persistence), Dedication (strong
involvement in one’s work, sense of enthu-
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siasm and significance, pride and inspira-
tion) and Absorption (pleasant state of total
immersion in one’s work) (Schaufeli, Sa-
lanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002).
There is empirical evidence that burnout
and work engagement dimensions are re-
lated but opposite constructs (Duran, Ex-
tremera, & Rey, 2004; Gonzalez-Roma,
Schaufeli, Bakker, & Lloret, 2006; Salano-
va, Bresd, & Schaufeli, 2005). Studies on
specific antecedents of this construct have
demonstrated that work engagement is pos-
itively associated with job characteristics
that might be considered resources: social
support from co-workers and superiors,
performance feedback, coaching, job au-
tonomy, task variety and training facilities
(Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007) and some in-
dividual differences appear to be important
predictors (Extremera, Durdan, & Rey,
2005; Langelaan, Bakker, Van Doornen, &
Schaufeli, 2006). However, no studies have
systematically analysed the influence of
background variables on work engagement
and, specifically, it is unclear how particu-
lar primary variables such as sex and the
level of teaching might be related to en-
gagement in teachers. While recent re-
search has underscored the importance of
examining potential precursors of teacher
burnout, to our knowledge, research has
not examined the potential influence of
primary variables of work engagement in
educational settings. The main strengths of
the current study are (a) the use of a rela-
tively large sample of primary and second-
ary teachers and (b) the employment of not
only a burnout measure but also a work en-
gagement measure to analyse the associa-
tions between primary variables and work
engagement not yet specifically explored in
teaching professionals. Therefore, in order
to address this issue, our goal in the present
study is to examine the potential differ-
ences in burnout and work engagement in
teachers as a function of sex and level
taught.

Consistent with past findings consider-
ing burnout and engagement as opposite
theoretical constructs (Schaufeli & Salano-
va, 2007), we expected (a) to find an in-
verse and moderate relationship between
burnout and engagement dimensions for
males and females. Thus, considering that
research has suggested that secondary is
potentially more stressful than primary
teaching (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter,
1997), we expected that (b) secondary
school teachers would exhibit both higher
scores on burnout and lower scores on en-
gagement than their primary school coun-
terparts. With respect to sex differences,
female teachers show higher personal and
emotional involvement with their students
than males, tend to receive higher ratings
from students on their sensitivity to and
concern with class levels and progress than
do their male counterparts (Feldman,
1993), and express a higher emotional
commitment to students and a more intense
sense of professional vocation and in-
volvement in helping others (Oplatka,
2004). Therefore, we expected that (c) fe-
male teachers, who are more emotionally
involved in caring for others, might also
have higher levels of work engagement
within teaching tasks when compared to
their male counterparts.

Method

Participants

Data were collected using an incidental
sampling. The sample consisted of 727
teachers of whom 436 were female and 291
male, with a mean age of 40.69 years (SD =
9.47). At the time of the study, all the
teachers worked at primary and secondary
public educational centres in 15 different
autonomous regions of Spain. Four hun-
dred and thirteen were primary teachers
(males=131; females=282) and 314 sec-
ondary  teachers (males=160; fe-
males=154). Teaching experience ranged
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from one month to more than 40 years
(M=8.2 years; SD=10.08 years).
Measures

The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI;
Maslach & Jackson, 1986) consists of 22
items scored on a seven-point frequency
scale from 0 (never) to 6 (daily) and com-
posed of three dimensions: emotional ex-
haustion, depersonalization and personal
accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson,
1986). We used the Spanish version of the
MBI (Seisdedos, 1997).

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES; Schaufeli et al., 2002) is a meas-
ure that comprises 15 items scored on a
seven-point frequency scale from 0 (never)
to 6 (daily) and grouped into three sub-
scales that reflect the underlying dimen-
sions of engagement, namely vigor, dedica-
tion and absorption. We used the well-
validated Spanish version (Salanova,
Schaufeli, Llorens, Peiro, & Grau, 2000).

Procedure

Several research assistants and senior
undergraduate university students enrolled
at the National University of Distance Edu-
cation and the University of Malaga were
instructed by a member of the research
team on the purpose and the procedures of
the study. They were given training in data
collection, with specific instructions on

how to approach potential respondents.
Later, they contacted different school cen-
tres and asked teachers whether they would
be prepared to participate in a research
study concerning job factors and well-
being at work. A cover letter assured them
of the confidentiality and anonymity of
their responses. To further assure anonymi-
ty and confidentiality, no identifying in-
formation was requested from the respond-
ents and no coding system linked the ques-
tionnaires to any names or addresses. Also,
the free choice of participation was empha-
sized. All questionnaires were completed
either at home and submitted to research
assistants the following week or filled out
in smalls groups under the supervision of a
research assistant. All participants received
extra credit or fulfilled a course require-
ment for their participation. After the
study, the teachers were debriefed as to the
study’s design and purposes and thanked
for participating.

Results

Descriptive analyses

Means, standard deviations and reliabil-
ity of the different subscales used for the
present sample are presented in Table 1.
Also, Table 1 shows correlations computed
separately for males (below the diagonal)

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, reliabilities (for total sample) and correlations between
the variables of interest (males below the diagonal; females above).

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Emotional Exhaustion -- A49%* - 41%* - 45%* -43%* - 27H*
2. Depersonalization S0%* - -.40%* -.36%* -.34%* - 28%*
3. Personal Accomplishment -40%* - 43%* - A6** A9** 42%%
4. Vigor -AS5Fx DOF* S9** --- JI5** 66**
5. Dedication -20%% - 18%* S3%* T6** -- 65%*
6. Absorption - 19%x  20%* A45%* O5%* LO5%* -
M 4.96 4.93 4.68 2.12 92 4.65
SD 91 1.10 1.14 1.25 1.01 92
Alpha .89 .70 .83 .86 .90 .87

Note: * p <.05. **p<.01
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and females (above the diagonal). As ex-
pected, the data showed moderate and op-
posite correlations in the dimensions of
burnout and engagement for both males
and females. Emotional exhaustion and de-
personalization were negatively associated
with personal accomplishment and the
three dimensions of engagement (ranging
from -.18 to -.45). Moderate positive asso-
ciations were also found in the personal ac-
complishment and engagement dimensions
(ranging from .42 to .59).

Sex differences in burnout and engagement
dimensions

Because most dependent variables did
not meet the assumption of homoscedasti-
city due to differences in group sizes, non-
parametric tests (Mann-Whitney tests)
were used to assess the differences between
sexes. To provide an estimate of the magni-
tude of differences by sex, we calculated
effect size reported as Cohen’s d (Cohen,
1988). Our results indicated that small sex
differences were found in personal accom-
plishment, vigor, dedication and absorption
(Cohen’s d ranged from -.09 to -.12). Fe-
males scored higher on all these dimen-
sions of engagement, while males showed

higher levels of depersonalization (see Ta-
ble 2).

Level taught differences in burnout and en-
gagement dimensions

Similarly, in order to investigate wheth-
er there were differences among teachers in
burnout and engagement as a function of
level taught, Mann-Whitney tests were per-
formed using level taught (primary vs. sec-
ondary) as the independent variable and the
dimensions of burnout and engagement as
dependent variables. The results indicated
that small differences were found for two
of the three dimensions of burnout and in
all subscales of engagement (Cohen’s d
ranged from -.12 to -.20). Specifically, sec-
ondary teachers reported higher levels of
depersonalization and lower levels of per-
sonal accomplishment than their primary
counterparts while primary teachers exhib-
ited higher vigor, dedications and absorp-
tion than their secondary counterparts (see
Table 3).

Finally, we explored the potential inter-
action between sex and level taught in
burnout and work engagement dimensions.
However, no statistically significant inter-
action was found (Wilks’ A = .98; (F (6,
661)=1.35,p=.23).

Table 2. Results Mann-Whitney tests: Reported differences in burnout and engagement be-

tween male and female teachers.

Female vs. Male Teachers

Dimensions Female Male

Effect

M SD M SD Z P Size"

Emotional Exhaustion 2.19 1.28 2.02 1.21 -1.70 .08 -.064
Depersonalization .86 1.00 1.01 1.03 -2.81 .00%* -.105
Personal Accomplishment 466 91 4.63 93 -.38 .70 -014
Vigor 5.03 .87 4.86 .96 -2.57 .01* -.096
Dedication 5.04 1.02 4.76 1.20 -3.42 .00%* -.128
Absorption 4.77 1.10 4.55 1.18 -2.94 .00%* -.110

Note: * p<.05; ** p< .01
* Effect sizes reported as Cohen’s d.
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Table 3. Results of Mann-Whitney tests: Reported differences in burnout and engagement

between primary and secondary teachers.

Primary vs. Secondary Teachers

Dimensions Primary Secondary

M SD M SD z p ‘SE{Z chf
Emotional Exhaustion 2.09 1.27 2.16 1.12 -.87 38 -.032
Depersonalization .82 97 1.05 1.05 -3.21 01 -120
Personal Accomplishment 4.79 .81 4.46 1.01 -4.29 00%*  -161
Vigor 5.06 .84 4.83 .98 -3.36 00%*  -126
Dedication 5.14 91 4.65 1.26 -5.43 .00%*  -203
Absorption 4.86 1.00 4.44 1.26 -4.57 00%*  -171

Note: * p<.05; ** p< .01
* Effect sizes reported as Cohen’s d.

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to
analyse the potential effect of sex and level
taught on burnout and engagement in a rel-
atively large sample of Spanish primary
and secondary school teachers. Our study
contributes to the teacher stress and burn-
out literature by replicating previous find-
ings for background variables and burnout
in Spanish teachers and providing new ad-
ditional evidence for the role of sex and
level taught as related to teachers’ engage-
ment differences.

Correlational analyses have confirmed
that burnout and engagement are moderate-
ly negatively related in both males and fe-
males. Our study also provides some evi-
dence suggesting that levels of burnout and
engagement could be different depending
on a teacher’s sex and teaching level. In re-
lation to sex differences, it was predicted
that level of burnout and engagement di-
mensions might be significantly different
for male and female teachers. Although the
effect size was relatively small, the results
of the analyses were in line with these hy-

potheses. Male teachers reported more de-
personalized feelings toward students than
females, as seen in previous studies (Byrne,
1991; Schwab et al., 1986). This finding is
consistent with research into other helping
professions (Maslach & Jackson, 1995).
Although the difference was significant,
the effect size possibly indicates that it
might not be different in a practical sense.
However, because the difference is statisti-
cally significant, further research should
explore whether different organizational
variables (e.g. student/teacher ratio, lack of
social support, etc.) might predict higher
depersonalization for males than for fe-
males. Because male teachers are more
likely than females to use depersonalization
as a coping strategy, they are at greater risk
of experiencing detachment from their stu-
dents. Consequently, male teachers might
be less likely to be emotionally involved in
academic tasks and so would show less en-
ergy and dedication towards teaching tasks
and students. Female teachers tend to re-
spond in a more caring and sensitive way
than their male counterparts and thus expe-
rience less depersonalization. Similarly,
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female teachers tend to be responsible for
satisfying both the emotional and physical
needs of students and, hence, are more like-
ly than men to become emotionally in-
volved with the problems of their students,
parents and administrators. Our results are
in accordance with this argument and find-
ings reported by Maslach and Jackson
(1985) that the female sex role prescribes
nurturing and caring behaviour from wom-
en when dealing with people and their
problems. These higher tendencies to be-
come emotionally involved in caring for
others might explain the higher levels of
work engagement in women than in men,
at least in occupations that require helping
others. Similarly, teaching has been tradi-
tionally considered a female-dominated job
(Greenglass & Burke, 1988), where fe-
males feel their work is important and are
more satisfied by caring and teaching chil-
dren and the young. It is therefore possible
that sex differences in work engagement
depend on whether the job is female or
male dominated. For example, in other,
more male-dominated jobs, such as man-
agement or business, work engagement
might be higher in males. Future studies on
work engagement and sex differences
should take into account the gender-
dominated job dimension.

With respect to differences in levels
taught, and expanding upon previous find-
ings regarding teacher burnout, secondary
teachers showed a higher tendency to ex-
hibit indifferent attitudes towards work and
towards the people they dealt with (Ander-
son & Iwanicki, 1984; Russell et al., 1987).
In a similar vein, primary teachers showed
more frequent feelings of accomplishment
in teaching than did secondary teachers, as
found in previous studies (Schwab et al.,
1986). Consistent with these results, we
found that primary teachers had more ener-
gy while developing their teaching tasks
(vigor), gaining a greater sense of signifi-
cance from their teaching task (dedication)

and reporting that they were more highly
immersed in their academic duties (absorp-
tion) than secondary teachers. These results
suggest that levels of work engagement
may differ depending on the teaching level,
although effect size indicators indicate a
relatively small influence.

The findings concerning the level taught
differences in burnout and engagement
may be attributed to a number of factors
that should be taken into consideration for
further research. For example, it might be
that educators attracted to teaching in pri-
mary schools possess different attitudes
towards the teaching process or are more
vocationally orientated than those in sec-
ondary schools. On the other hand, it is
possible that for secondary teachers, work-
ing with adolescents may be more stressful
than working with younger students due to
dealing with more students’ misbehaviour,
impoliteness and poor attitude toward
school work (Phillips, Sen, & McNamee,
2007). Classes in high school are generally
more heterogeneous and contain a larger
number of students. As a result, it is possi-
ble that secondary teachers perceive more
frequently that their teaching efforts are not
worthwhile and experience more feelings
of inequity and, consequently, more burn-
out or less engagement (Horn, Schaufeli, &
Enzmann, 1999). Some research has also
pointed to community expectations and pa-
rental pressure as among the most im-
portant stressors secondary teachers con-
front in their daily work (Tatar &
Horenczyk, 2003), and possibly contrib-
uting factors to stress and burnout. Finally,
future research should examine factors
such as entry level expectations (e.g., sub-
ject/content versus student-centred orienta-
tion), the age of students (e.g. younger
children versus preadolescents and adoles-
cents) and student/teacher ratio, as related
to these and other organizational, social
and/or personal factors and how they are
differentially implicated in levels of burn-
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out/engagement for primary and secondary
teachers (Maslach et al., 1997).

Some limitations of our work should be
mentioned. Firstly, because we have not
used a simple random sampling in our
study, the results cannot confidently be
generalized to the larger population and
this might affect the generalizability of our
findings. Stratified random sample designs
would be recommended for further re-
search. Secondly, we did not take into ac-
count other primary socio-demographic
variables that might also be related to work
engagement and burnout and should be
controlled for. For example, we did not in-
clude marital status, professional status,
size of school or number of students per
class. Some of these variables have been
shown to have an impact on teacher burn-
out (Kyriacou, 1987), although some stud-
ies have identified that sex and level
taught, along with age, were the most pre-
dictive dimensions of burnout in teachers
(Russell et al., 1987; Schwab & Iwanicki,
1982). Further research, including other
possible precursors, would extend our
study and help to expand the list of poten-
tial background or socio-demographic vari-
ables associated with new psychological
constructs such as work engagement.
Thirdly, only teachers working in primary
and secondary schools were surveyed here;
replication including other levels of teach-
ing is necessary for generalizing the find-
ings. It is possible that teaching conditions
and other organizational characteristics dif-
fer in other levels taught from those pre-
sented in this study. Finally, although the
average effect size for gender differences in
work-related outcomes has been small, the-
se findings are in consonance with a recent
meta-analysis (Purvanova & Muros, 2010).
According to this meta-analysis, small ef-
fects are practically noteworthy when
translated into a percentage overlap statistic
affecting a relatively important number of
teachers (Purvanova & Muros, 2010).

Therefore, as suggested by Greenglass
(1991), it might be more interesting to ana-
lyse the gender-related differences in pre-
cursors of burnout (and also engagement),
instead of focusing on gender differences
in these dimensions (Greenglass, 1991).
The antecedents and consequences of
burnout and engagement components,
whilst perhaps more similar than different
between males and females, might never-
theless produce different relationships in
selected cases. Future research is necessary
to examine this possibility. Gaining a better
understanding of different antecedents for
males and females might be salient to the
conceptualization of teacher burnout and
engagement and its subsequent treatment or
promotion, respectively. The same reason-
ing might be stated for teachers working in
different levels taught. Future research on
antecedents would make it possible to de-
termine whether profiles vary in different
levels taught.

Despite these limitations, our study has
important theoretical and practical implica-
tions. With respect to theoretical implica-
tions, although the burnout findings refer-
ring to gender and level taught have typi-
cally been found (Maslach et al., 2001), our
results not only confirm previous findings,
but also shed some light on the characteris-
tics of teachers and teaching situations in
which a low work engagement would be
most likely to occur, not previously report-
ed in literature. As far as we know this is
the first study on teachers analysing the
specific role of sex and level taught for
work engagement. Overall, we believe the
main contribution of our study is that it
provides new evidence on the different pat-
terns of burnout, and mainly engagement,
experienced by males and females, in a
sample of teachers of different teaching
levels. Our research extends the list of
teachers’ work characteristics related in
different ways to positive (i.e., engage-
ment) and negative (i.e., burnout) organiza-
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tional outcomes. In the field of teaching,
sex should be considered as a primary
background dimension that might have
some influence on the levels of work en-
gagement in teachers. Similarly, our study
suggests  that research on  burn-
out/engagement should take into account
the level taught as a relatively important
job demand. In conclusion, the ways in
which burnout and engagement dimensions
are enacted in the teachers’ workplace may
be different depending on sex and level
taught and merit further investigation in
experimental and prospective research.

Finally, these findings also have im-
portant practical implications for the design
of teachers’ professional development pro-
grammes. In times when education reforms
are being revised, our study should be con-
sidered as containing some important ad-
vances, albeit still partial, in the under-
standing of personal and professional vari-
ables more frequently associated with
teachers’ sense of engagement or work
stress. Thus, our main objective has been to
explore the potential profile of levels of
engagement and burnout in a large sample
of teachers depending on their sex and lev-
el taught. Since male and secondary teach-
ers are more likely to experience lower lev-
els of work engagement and more burnout,
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